QUACK   DOCTORS   IN   INDIA
possible explanation of such a cure. We are told that
"East is East and West is West," but there are many
folk in Britain whose ideas are not very far removed from
this sort of superstition.
Yet we have our medical legislation ; and one of the
tragedies of India is that these medicine-men are com-
pletely unchecked, and can treat anybody with poisonous
drugs or barbarous methods and produce fatal results with-
out any control whatsoever. Occasionally, one of them
will do something so outrageous that the law has to step
in. For instance, two years ago in a village near ours a
medicine-man heard that a first-born male child had been
born a few doors away from his house. Now the liver
of a first-born male child is supposed to be a very potent
charm against almost any ailment. So the child was duly
kidnapped and killed one night, and the vaittyan might
have got away with it but for an unfortunate discovery
in his backyard. Killing a neighbour's baby for how-
ever laudable a purpose—especially a first-born male, the
supreme desire of every loyal Hindu—is not calculated to
make a man popular in his village, and the physician's
fellow-townsmen refused to give any evidence in his favour.
In fact, things looked rather black for him, and I heard
on good authority that it cost him a thousand rupees
—a large sum in an Indian village—to bribe his way out
of the clutches of " justice."
That is the grim side of the vaittyan ; but he has his
humorous side, too. A man who kept a coffee-shop some
thirty miles from Neyyoor brought his baby along for
an operation. This was duly performed, and the child
was getting on quite well when its father suddenly dis-
appeared from hospital, leaving us very literally " holding
the baby." It did not matter to us, as we have plenty
of nurses to deal with that sort of thing ; but on his
return a week later I asked him where he had been. He
wouldn't say; there was obviously something fishy about
it, but I didn't press the point, and in two or three days
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